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Elie Wiesel died on July 2, 2016, bringing to an end a remarkable life.  
He was born in the small town of Sighet, at that time part of Romania, on 
September 30, 1928.  His father, Shlomo, was a traditional Jew who made 
his living as a local merchant.  He was known for his “intelligence, his 
perspicacity, and his kindness.”  Yet, late in life Elie would describe his 
relationship with his father as difficult and distant: “I never really knew 
my father . . . . . The truth is I knew little of the man I loved most in the 
world.”1  His mother, Sarah Feig, was a pious woman, the daughter of a 
Vizhnitz Hasid, who presided over the household.  There were four 
children in the family, Eliezer, was the third youngest and the only boy.  A 
bright youngster, he received a traditional orthodox education dominated 
by talmudic study.  And like his friends, he was also deeply interested to 
study Kabbalah.  He would later recall:   
                                                        
*I would like to thank Rabbi Josef Polak and Dr. Yoel Rappel, both of whom were close friends 
of Elie Wiesel, for reading and commenting on this essay in draft. 
1 The description of the relationship with his father is cited from All Rivers Run to the Sea: 
Memoirs, Vol. 1, 1928-1969 (New York: Knopf, 1995), pp. 3 and 6.   
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I met with my master of mysticism every evening. 
Under his vigilant eye three of us decided to venture 
into the Pardes, the orchard of forbidden knowledge. We 
began our quest for the absolute by fasting on Mondays 
and Thursdays. We would stay at the House of Study 
until midnight, poring over the Sefer Yetzirah (which is 
attributed to Rabbi Yehuda Hachasid) and the writings 
of Rabbi Hayyim Vital, favorite disciple of the founder 
of Lurianic mysticism. I was insatiable. Captivated by 
the dazzling theories of creation: the shattering of the 
vessels, the emanations of first light, the scattered 
sparks. How could the purity of the beginning be 
recovered? How to liberate the Lord, prisoner of Himself 
and of our own actions? How to join the first breath to 
the last, to master the source and that which overflows? 
For an adolescent thirsting for knowledge and dreams 
there is nothing more romantic and alluring than the 
Kabala.2 
                                                        
2 Ibid., p. 34.  
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Had World War II not intervened to change his life totally Wiesel probably 
would have become, as he told me, a teacher of Talmud.  His mother’s 
ambition for him was the rabbinate or a medical degree.   
During the first years of the war the Jews of Sighet were sheltered 
from Nazi violence by virtue of the fact that Hungary had taken over the 
area of Romania in which Sighet was located.  In consequence, Wiesel and 
his family were protected from deportation, like all the Jews of Hungary, 
until the spring of 1944.  At that point in time the Hungarian Arrow Cross 
government, that had come to power in October 1944, agreed to the 
deportation of the country’s Jews, who represented the last surviving major 
Jewish community in occupied Europe that was still intact.  Eichmann 
arrived in Budapest in March, 1944 and, with the help of a contingent of 
Germans and the full cooperation of the Hungarian government, began the 
massive deportations of Hungarian Jewry.  In a period of 56 days, from 
May 15 to July 8, 1944,  437,402 Jews were deported to the Death Camps, 
and especially to Auschwitz-Birkenau.  Of those Jews who arrived at 
Auschwitz-Birkenau approximately ninety percent were exterminated 
immediately, and 10 percent were “selected” for slave labor. 
 Wiesel, at age 15, found himself in the minority cohort.  He was 
assigned to the nearby Buna-Monowitz industrial complex where, despite 
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the terrible conditions, he survived the last year of the war.  In January 
1945, as the Russian army approached the camp, those Jews still among the 
living were sent on the infamous “death march” towards Germany.  Many 
of those who were forced to make this brutal trek died along the way.  But 
the young Wiesel managed to finish the journey and, a starving skeleton, 
found himself at Buchenwald.  At war’s end, in the spring of 1945, he had 
lost both his parents and his younger sister, Tsiporah, to whom he was 
deeply attached, while his two older sisters had, like him, survived as slave 
laborers. 
 Immediately following the surrender of Germany Wiesel was sent, 
along with some 426 other Jewish youngsters, to Normandy, to a home for 
refugee children provided by the L’Oeuvre de Secours aux Enfants (OSE), a 
French Jewish organization that during the war rescued, and after the war 
helped, Jewish refugee children.  France would now become his home and 
French his literary language.  His deep appreciation for the reception he 
received in France, and his affection for its culture, were to be among the 
defining features of his adult personal and intellectual life.  His books were 
nearly always written in French, though he also wrote in Hebrew and 
Yiddish, and later in English.  Indeed, the first version of his most famous 
and iconic work, Night, was originally written in Hebrew, then Yiddish, 
and was entitled Un Di Velt Hot Geshvign (The World Remained Silent). 
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 In France life slowly regained its normality.  Elie studied the 
language, went to the equivalent of high school, began to write, became a 
student of literature at the Sorbonne, and, importantly, continued to study 
Talmud with a very mysterious Lithuanian Talmudic genius named Rav 
Mordechai Shushani.  Oral tradition reports that Shushani knew thirty 
languages and could quote by heart the whole of the Talmud and Zohar.  It 
is about Shushani that Wiesel wrote: “I owe my constant drive to question, 
my pursuit of mystery that lies within knowledge, and of the darkness 
hidden within light,” and that, “What I know is that I would not be the 
man I am, the Jew I am, had not an astonishing, disconcerting vagabond 
accosted me one day to inform me that I understood nothing.”3  Later in 
life, Wiesel, as the very loyal student that he was, sought to re-establish 
contact with Shushani, who was then living in South America, in order to 
offer financial help, but without success.  Wiesel later expressed his 
gratitude in an essay entitled “The Death of My Teacher.”  
 To support himself, Wiesel worked for a small wage as a choir 
master.  He loved music — he had played the violin as a boy — and this 
                                                        
3 All Rivers Run to the Sea, pp. 128 and 130.  See his entire description of this relationship, pp. 
121-130.  For more on Shushani see Jeffrey Mehlman, “The Mozart of the Talmud,” in Agni, no. 
76 (2012), pp. 220-229.  Mehlman records a conversation with Emanuel Levinas at Johns 
Hopkins University in 1973 during which Levinas said: “Believe me, Mehlman, I who studied 
with Heidegger, can tell you that next to Shushanim Heidegger was nothing!” (p. 221).  And see 
also Wiesel’s reminiscence in All rivers Run to the Sea, p. 124. 
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was an interest that stayed with him throughout his adult life.  He was a 
friend to many of the leading musical figures of our times.  On one 
occasion I recall his telling me to call Yitzhak Pearlman and YoYo Ma to 
come and play at a conference in his honor at Boston University. His 
passion for music found its most public manifestation in a concert at the 
92nd Street Y in New York City in 1992, where he performed as a soloist 
guest conductor with the National Jewish Chorale.  In addition, he acted as 
Cantor in his New York City Orthodox synagogue on Tisha Be’Av, on the 
eve of Yom Kippur, and on the holiday of Simchat Torah which also 
coincided with his birthday. 
In 1948, on the eve of the founding of the State of Israel, Wiesel 
volunteered for the Haganah but was rejected because of his physical 
condition.  In 1949 he made his first visit to Israel.  He later described the 
journey as, “like reliving . . . . . childhood dreams.”4  However he did not 
stay in Israel—it is uncertain why—and he returned to Paris.  In January 
1952 he went by ship in search of psychological and spiritual tranquility in 
India, but overwhelmed by the poverty and “an immeasurable, 
unnameable suffering,”5 he returned once again to Paris.  In Paris he made 
new friends, was deeply influenced by French existentialist thought, and in 
                                                        
4  All Rivers Run to the Sea, p. 181. 
5  “Recalling Swallowed-Up Worlds,” The Christian Century,” 9/8/19 (May 27, 1981), pp. 610-
611. 
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1954 began to write the Yiddish version of his Auschwitz experiences.  All 
through his lifetime his close connections with French intellectuals were 
important to him and this affection was reciprocated by many in French 
intellectual and political circles, including Francois Mitterrand, his friend 
for many years, who became the President of the nation in 1981.  Wiesel 
regularly returned to the French capital throughout the 1980s and 1990s to 
participate in major events, many held at the Élysée Palace. 
 In the late 1940s he began publishing newspaper articles and in 1950 
he became the Paris correspondent for the Israeli paper Yediot Ahronot.  In 
1955 he was asked to become their representative in America. This brought 
him to New York City in 1956 where he made his home for the next 60 
years.  Here, despite a serious car accident in 1956 that caused forty-eight 
fractures and kept him in a wheel chair for a year, he began to write 
columns in Yiddish on cultural matters for the Forverts, and was befriended 
by Rabbi Wolfe Kelman, an influential presence at the Jewish Theological 
Seminary, and the Executive Vice-President of the Rabbinical Assembly. 
Through him, Wiesel became a devoted “student” of the great talmudist 
Saul Lieberman and a close friend of Abraham Joshua Heschel who he later 
described as, “a sort of older brother to me.”6  In addition, the Seminary 
                                                        
6 Elie Wiesel and Philippe-Michael De Saint-Cheron, Evil and Exile (University of Notre Dame 
Press: Notre Dame, 1990), p. 162. 
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became the academic home of his childhood friend from Sighet, David 
Weiss Halivni, also an Auschwitz survivor, and to whom Wiesel now 
became very close.  It was Kelman who arranged for him to address a 
Rabbinical Convention of the Conservative Movement where he deeply 
impressed his rabbinical audience.  As a result, he received a long list of 
invitations to speak in synagogues and thus became known to the 
American Jewish community. To the end of his life he expressed his 
indebtedness to these seminary figures, especially Lieberman.7  I vividly 
remember his sobbing phone call to me on the day Lieberman died on an 
airplane en route to Israel.  
 The French publication of Night, under the title La Nuit, occurred in 
1958.  It was based on the much longer, 825 page, Yiddish version (printed 
in Buenos Aires in 1956).  He had shortened and made it into a more 
readable and available work at the urging of the well-known French 
intellectual Francois Mauriac, a Catholic author who had won the Nobel 
Prize for literature.  Mauriac wrote a Foreword to the book, introducing it 
to the French reading public.  Over the years some critics have alleged that 
this transformation involved creating events and scenes that had not 
actually taken place.  Elie was deeply stung by these criticisms; he told me 
he could identify every person and incident in Night.  There had been no 
                                                        
7 See Wiesel’s comments on Professor Lieberman in All Rivers Run to the Sea, p. 105. 
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liberties taken.  One of the great ironies connected with this famous 
publication is that Wiesel’s royalties were, and remained, minimal.  Being 
very anxious to see his work in print, he signed a very one-sided contract 
with the book’s French publishers, Les Éditions de Minuit, a fact he 
laughed at many times in private conversation.  In 1960 the book was 
translated into English and became an international phenomenon.  It has 
since been translated into 30 languages, with a new English translation by 
his wife Marion in 2006.  It has been read by millions, and has had a 
remarkable and varied history.  For example, it has been the required 
“Book of the Year” in the Chicago schools, and the “Book of the Month” of 
the Oprah Winfrey Book Club (2006). 
However famous Wiesel now became, his experience at Auschwitz 
defined and haunted him: 
Never shall I forget that night, the first night in 
camp, which has turned my life into one long night, 
seven times cursed and seven times sealed.  Never 
shall I forget that smoke.  Never shall I forget the 
little faces of children, whose bodies I saw turned 
into wreaths of smoke beneath the blue sky…never 
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shall I forget these things, even if I am condemned 
to live as long as God Himself. Never.8 
 This was his literal nightmare that compelled him to tell the story.  To 
allow the memory of the Death Camps to fall into oblivion would be, in his 
view, the ethical equivalent of murdering the victims twice.  “The urgent 
obligation to bear witness remains constant. It is quite simple, a witness 
who does not give his or her witness may be considered a false witness.”9  
But being a witness is a very difficult thing.  Testifying is a very heavy 
burden to bear because reminding others of what was is often not welcome.  
In Five Biblical Portraits, when retelling the event of Elijah’s passing on the 
mantle of prophecy to Elisha, he has the great prophet say: 
And now we understand Elijah’s parting words to Elisha: 
You want your powers to be twice as great as mine? If you 
see me go away how to look, how to participate in all 
events, if you know how to face pain and despair and go 
beyond them, and if later you will be capable of telling 
about them, you wish will be granted: you will have my 
                                                        
8 Elie Wiesel, Night (Bantam Books: New York, 1982), p. 32.  A new translation by Marion Wiesel 
was published by Hill and Wang (New York, 2006). 
9 On the subject of witnessing see: Elie Wiesel, “Why I Write,” in Alvin H. Rosenfeld and Irving 
Greenberg (eds.), Confronting the Holocaust: The Impact of Elie Wiesel (Indiana University 
Press: Bloomington, 1978), p. 201; and idem, One Generation After (Avon Press: New York, 
1972), p. 174. 
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powers and yours as well.  And you will need them, I am 
your master but you are the survivor. I thought I was 
alone, and I was — and still am — but now you are with 
me and you too will be alone, you already are. You will 
speak and you will need great strength and good fortune 
to make yourself heard…you will tell of the fire that has 
carried me away from you, and the others will refuse to 
believe you. And I feel sorry for you. You will speak a few 
will listen, fewer will understand, and still fewer will 
agree. I feel sorry for you, Elisha, my young friend — for 
what you are seeing now, no one will ever see. And yet, the 
first that will carry me away will not stay with me; I will 
stay with you. Forever.10 
 Throughout the 1960s, Wiesel’s reputation continued to grow.  Along 
with the expanding influence of Night, he carried on his other journalistic 
activities, including covering the Eichmann trial in 1961, became a key 
mediator between Israeli and American Jews, especially in the period 
leading up to and away from the Six Day War in June, 1967, and a leader in 
the struggle to liberate Soviet Jewry.  In the mid-1960s he traveled twice to 
the Soviet Union and chronicled his experiences in his book, The Jews of 
                                                        
10 Elie Wiesel, Five Biblical Portraits (Univ. of Notre Dame Press: Notre Dame, 1986), pp. 28-29. 
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Silence: A Personal Report on Soviet Jewry, published in 1966, which exposed 
the restrictions on Jews imposed by the Soviet government.  The book 
became an instant sensation and energized a world-wide campaign to free 
Soviet Jewry, at the head of which was Wiesel. 
 In 1969 Elie married Marion Rose, a French Jewish woman, and in 
1972 their only son, Elisha, was born.  Saul Lieberman officiated at their 
wedding in Jerusalem, and Marion was now to become an important 
translator of Wiesel’s work from French into English. 
 From 1966 to 1990, Wiesel devoted himself to the cause of Soviet 
Jewry, speaking throughout the world on behalf of the Jews of the Soviet 
Union.  Emphasizing their desire to remain Jews, and insisting on the 
moral obligation of Jews in the West to help them achieve this goal, he 
worked tirelessly in pursuit of this cause.  He was successful, in particular, 
in making this an initiative that western democratic governments became 
involved in.  During these years, until 1990, no other issue consumed his 
time as much as this one.  In private conversation he told me how he 
would visit Lod airport in Israel to watch Russian olim arrive in Israel in the 
early morning as the fulfillment of a dream, as the completion of an 
obligation.  On one occasion he confided that of all the activities he had 
been involved in he was proudest of this work and, if he could be 
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remembered for only one thing, he would like it to be his involvement in 
this campaign.    
 Wiesel’s work on behalf of Soviet Jewry, because of the public and 
political way he went about it, did not meet with universal approval.  
Among those who disagreed, and who counted most to Wiesel, was the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe, Menachem Mendel Schneerson, with whom he had 
begun to forge a close and affectionate bond.  In his memoir, All Rivers Run 
to the Sea and, again, in his collection Against Silence he talks of this 
friendship: 
The fourth chapter of Gates of the Forest is about Brooklyn, 
the Farbrengen, and my idealized image of a Hasidic 
rebbe, the Lubavitcher Rebbe.  I describe how we met, 
how I came to the Farbrengen. I describe our first 
conversation which lasted hours. At one point, I asked 
him point blank, “Rebbe, how can you believe in God 
after the Khourban?”  He looked at me and said, “And 
how can you not believe after the Khourban?” Well, that 
was a turning point in my writing, that simple dialogue.11 
                                                        
11 All Rivers Run to the Sea, p. 402; and Against Silence: The Voice and Vision of Wiesel, edited 
by Irving Abrahamson, 3 vols. (New York, 1985), vol. 3, p. 63. 
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But on the issue of the approach to be taken vis-à-vis Soviet Jewry they 
disagreed fundamentally. Lubavitch was, by the 1960s, already extremely 
active in the Soviet Union — today they dominate Jewish life in Russia — 
but they purposely worked in a quiet manner that was meant to keep them 
out of the news.  The Rebbe, therefore, disapproved of Wiesel’s very public 
campaign.  When, in the end, the Soviet Union allowed its Jews to leave 
because of the world-wide pressure that had been brought to bear in the 
very public fight to allow the emigration of Soviet Jewry, the Rebbe wrote 
to Wiesel praising him and telling him that he had been right, while the 
Rebbe had been wrong.  In the life of both men this was a unique 
experience. 
 Closer to home, Wiesel formed a close friendship with another rising 
star in the American Jewish community, Rabbi Irving (Yitz) Greenberg.   
Greenberg, an orthodox rabbi, with a doctorate in American history from 
Harvard, was reaching out to the leadership of American Jewry with an 
optimistic message that was validating the work of the Jewish Federations.  
Greenberg emphasized four values: the meaningfulness, even sanctity, of 
communal activity; support for Israel; a new, controversial, theological 
response to the Holocaust; and the need for the Jewish leadership to 
become more Jewishly literate. In the late 1960s he moved from Yeshiva 
University, where he had become a controversial figure, to the City College 
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of New York where he became Director of the Program in Jewish Studies.  
Realizing Wiesel’s teaching gifts Greenberg invited him to join his faculty 
as a Distinguished Professor in 1972. In addition, in 1974, Greenberg and 
Wiesel, together with Rabbi Stephen Shaw, created an organization called 
the National Jewish Resource Center (which in 1985 changed its name to 
The National Jewish Center for Learning and Leadership, and most 
recently has evolved into CLAL, headed by R. Irwin Kula), in order to 
advance the objectives just noted.  Under this organizational umbrella 
Greenberg, Wiesel, and others — including myself — lectured to all sorts of 
Jewish groups across the country, from Federations to synagogues and 
even on Wall Street to early breakfast study sessions. 
 In 1976 President John Silber of Boston University, one of the most 
controversial figures in American higher education, heard Wiesel lecture in 
New York City.  He was deeply impressed and immediately offered Wiesel 
the Andrew Mellon Chair at Boston University.  Wiesel accepted and thus 
began a career of 36 years of teaching in Boston, to where he commuted 
from New York City (with dinner each week with the Silbers).  During 
these years he taught thousands of undergraduates, a number of doctoral 
students, and gave three public lectures each fall that drew approximately 
1,500 listeners on each occasion.  These public lectures became so popular 
that when President Silber eliminated the expensive intercollegiate football 
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program at Boston University, he explained that Wiesel’s lectures drew a 
larger audience than did the football team. 
Wiesel was by now a world figure. The publication of a continual 
stream of books and articles on many issues and themes including the 
Bible, the Talmud, and Hasidism now became a major feature in both the 
Jewish and Christian cultural and religious scene.  Among the main 
publications of this extraordinarily fertile period in Wiesel’s intellectual life 
were: Souls on Fire (1972), Messengers of God (1975), Four Hasidic Masters 
(1978), Somewhere a Master (1982), Five Biblical Portraits (1986), Sages and 
Dreamers (1991), and Wise Men and Their Tales (2003), and also included a 
wide range of essays which were collected together in a three-volume set 
entitled Against Silence (1985). There was also a steady stream of fiction: 
Dawn (1961), The Accident (1962, later republished under its original 
(French) title of Day), The Town Beyond the Wall (1962), The Gates of the Forest 
(1964), A Beggar in Jerusalem (1968), The Oath (1973), Zalman, or the Madness 
of God (1974), The Testament (1980), Twilight (1987), and The Forgotten (1992).  
The earliest of these works dealt with the aftermath of the Holocaust, but 
after his third novel, beginning with The Town Beyond the Wall (1962), 
Wiesel moved to the wider canvas of Jewish history and human 
experience.  But whatever the specific subject of these later publications, at 
the core of his work was always the issue of suffering, the question of 
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meaning/meaninglessness, the search for God and justice, and the need to 
witness to, “what cannot really be described.”  Deeply self-aware, he 
described what he was attempting to do with this cryptic remark:  “I try to 
communicate silence with words.”12   
He also repeatedly emphasized that more than honorable intentions 
were required of all of us: men and women must take responsibility and 
act: “We must admit the obsession, the overall dominating theme of 
responsibility, that we are responsible for one another.”13  Thus Wiesel 
insisted: “Man can’t afford to wait for God’s decision to send the Messiah 
because his life hangs in the balance,”14  Likewise, the rabbi turned madman 
in Wiesel’s Zalman, or the Madness of God demandingly teaches that: “God 
requires of man not that he live, but that he choose to live.  What matter is 
to choose . . . . at the risk of being defeated”15                     
 These were profound themes and critics and ordinary readers alike 
were enthralled by Wiesel, both as a consummate storyteller in the 
tradition of the Maggid and as an interpreter of the Jewish tradition. But 
amidst his re-readings of the classical Jewish material there was always a 
                                                        
12 “Why I Write,” in From the Kingdom of Memory: Reminiscences (New York, 1990), p. 14. 
13  Harry James Cargas in Conversation with Elie Wiesel (New York, 1976), p. 17. 
14 Ibid., p. 62.  See Wiesel’s narrative in The Gates of the Forest, pp. 32-33, and p. 225: 
“Whether or not the Messiah comes doesn’t matter: we’ll manage without him.  We shall be 
honest and humble and strong, and then he will come, he will come every day, thousands of 
times every day.” 
15  p. 53 
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post-Holocaust sensibility. “Let him who wants fervor not seek it on 
mountain places [i.e., Sinai], rather let him stop and search among the 
ashes”16  As such, with the interest in the Shoah continually expanding in 
America and Europe, his novels became regular reading assignments in 
many religion, philosophy and ethics classes throughout the world.  And 
his work began to attract an increasing number of scholarly studies and 
doctoral dissertations, -- today these number well over 100 in a wide 
variety of languages. 
 The earliest of these secondary works began to appear in the 1970s.  
Alvin Rosenfeld and Irving Greenberg edited an influential collection of 
essays by a number of distinguished scholars entitled Confronting the 
Holocaust: The Impact of Elie Wiesel (1978) and Harry James Cargas edited a 
second collection entitled Responses to Elie Wiesel: Critical Essays by Major 
Jewish and Christian Scholars (1978).  The latter publication began a long and 
rich stream of studies by Christian theologians on Wiesel’s work, such as 
Robert McAfee’s influential Elie Wiesel: Messenger to all Humanity (1989), 
and saw Wiesel’s influence spread among notable Christian thinkers such 
as A. Roy Eckhardt and Alice Eckhardt, Eugene Fisher, Franklin Littell, 
Johann Baptist Metz, Reinhold Boschki and John Roth.  This flow of 
doctoral theses and critical appraisals by scholars of many religious 
                                                        
16 Souls on Fire, p. 71. 
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traditions has continued down to the collection created to celebrate 
Wiesel’s 80th birthday, Jewish Literary and Moral Perspectives (2013), edited by 
Alan Rosen and myself.  An there is no doubt that there will now be a new, 
extended, round of scholarly appraisals and appreciations following his 
death.   
What is particularly notable in Wiesel’s own, very long list of 
publications is that the great majority do not deal with the Holocaust.  
Instead, drawing heavily on the French existentialists—he was especially 
taken with, and influenced by, the work of Albert Camus—he reinterpreted 
classical Jewish sources, beginning with the Bible, in a powerful and 
immediate way.  In particular, he tried to argue, through stories and 
speeches rather than formal philosophical or theological works, for the 
need to empathetically participate in and alleviate the suffering of others, a 
theme whose emphasis he shared with another great Jewish post-war 
intellectual, Emanuel Levinas.   
As he grew older, he increasingly came to terms with God.  His 
youthful, innocent faith shattered by the Death Camps, Wiesel had written 
in Night: “The Eternal, Lord of the universe, the All-Powerful and Terrible 
was silent,”17  And had pointedly asked: “Where is God now? Where is He?  
                                                        
17 Night, p. 31. 
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Here he is—He is hanging here on this gallows”18  Again, in his 1962 work 
Day, he wrote: “Yes, God needs man.  Condemned to eternal solitude, he 
needs man only to use him as a toy to amuse himself . . . . . . Man prefers to 
blame himself for all possible sins and crimes rather than come to the 
conclusion that God is capable of the most flagrant injustice . . . I still blush 
every time I think of the way God makes fun of human beings, his favorite 
toys.”19  This theme of betrayal by Heaven was continued in the 1979 play, 
The Trial of God.  Here, the Divine is put on trial. 
He annihilated Shamgorod and you want me to be for 
Him?  I can’t.  If He Insists upon going on with His 
methods, let Him – but I won’t say Amen.  Let Him 
crush me, I won’t say Kaddish.  Let Him kill us all, I 
shall shout and Shout that it’s His fault.  I’ll use my last 
energy to make my protest known.  Whether I live or 
die, I submit to Him no longer.20 
This theologically challenging event, which Wiesel sets in the Ukraine in 
1649, was based on an actual trial that had taken place at Auschwitz.   
                                                        
18 Ibid., [Avon Books: New York, 1972], p. 76. 
19 Elie Wiesel, Day (originally published in English as The Accident).  I cite this quote from the 
reprint edition, Night Dawn, Day (Jason Aronson: Northvale, NJ, 1985), p. 239.  This novel was 
first published in French (Le Jour) in 1961 and in English in 1962. 
20 The Trial of God: (as it was held on February 25, 1649 in Shamgorod),(Schocken Books: New 
York, 1979), p. 133. 
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In effect, in the decades after Auschwitz, Wiesel could not live with 
God, and he could not live without Him.   
God’s final victory, my son, lies in man’s inability to 
reject Him.  You think you’re cursing Him, but your 
curse is praise; you think you’re fighting Him, but all 
you do is open yourself to Him; you think you’re crying 
out your hatred and rebellion, but all you’re doing is 
telling Him how much you need His support and 
forgiveness.21 
However much one tried to believe, all religious commitment had been 
“broken.”  What religious faith now remained available had to be rebuilt 
from the fragments of the tradition that had been shattered by the Death 
Camps.  “Perhaps someday someone will explain how, on the level of man, 
Auschwitz was possible; but on the level of God it will remain forever the 
most disturbing of mysteries.”22  
   By the 1980s, however, his attitude, while never uncritical and never 
without a note of protest – and always involving the unresolved question 
of where was God at Auschwitz – became less confrontational, less hostile.  
Indeed, he told me that he would like his words that are quoted inside the 
                                                        
21 The Gates of the Forest (Holt, Rinehart & Winston: New York, 1966), p. 33. 
22  One Generation After (Random House: New York, 1970), p. 67. 
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United States Holocaust Memorial Museum: “Never shall I forget those 
flames which consumed my faith forever” (Night, p. 32), to be removed and 
replaced by something less skeptical.  In a 1997 New York Times piece he 
wrote to God: “In my testimony, I had written harsh words, burning 
words, about your role in our tragedy…….Let us make up, Master of the 
Universe.  In spite of everything that happened?  Yes, in spite. Let us make 
up for the child in me.  It is unbearable to be divorced from you so long.”23 
 In 1979 President Carter, for his own political reasons, appointed 
Wiesel to be the Chair of the President’s Commission on the Holocaust. 
This led to his 1980 appointment as the founding Chairman  of the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Council which turned out to be a difficult and 
contentious assignment.  And Wiesel, angry at the political aspects of the 
undertaking, resigned his chairmanship, although later he became the 
main figure associated with the museum. 
                                                        
23 New York Times, October 2, 1997.  In Souls on Fire Wiesel made this crucial point: “Jewish 
tradition allows man to say anything to God, provided it be on behalf of man.  Man’s inner 
liberation is God’s justification.  It all depends on where the rebel chooses to stand.  From 
inside his community, he may say everything.  Let him step outside, and he will be denied this 
right.  The revolt of the believer is not that of the renegade; the two do not speak in the name 
of the same anguish” (Souls on Fire, p. 111).   And in All Rivers Run to the Sea he made his most 
mature statement on the issue of God: “I have never renounced my faith in God.  I have risen 
against His justice, protested His silence and sometimes His absence, but my anger rises up 
within faith and not outside it…….. I have always aspired to follow in the footsteps of my father 
and those who went before him …… it is permissible for man to accuse God, provided it be 
done in the name of faith in God. (All Rivers Run to the Sea, p. 84). 
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 In 1985 fate thrust him into the public arena in a new and dramatic 
way.  It was announced that he was to be honored by President Ronald 
Reagan with the Congressional Gold Medal of Achievement.  The 
ceremony was to take place at the White House on April 19, 1985, the 42nd 
anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.  But bestowing this honor on 
Wiesel was not quite innocent.  President Reagan had become embroiled in 
an international controversy sparked by his having accepted an invitation 
from German Chancellor Helmut Kohl to participate in a wreath laying 
ceremony at Bitburg’s military cemetery where SS men were buried.  I 
believe that Reagan had hoped to use the medal ceremony to deflect what 
was becoming a loud chorus of criticism of his acceptance of Kohl’s 
invitation.  But he was to be surprised by Wiesel’s words during his 
acceptance speech at the ceremony: “That place, Mr. President, is not your 
place.  Your place is with the victims of the SS.” 
 These words reverberated in America, Europe and Israel and Wiesel 
was now seen as an unparalleled moral force in the contemporary world.  
In 1986 he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.  The Nobel citation 
explained the reason for his selection: “His message is one of peace, 
atonement and human dignity. His belief that the forces fighting evil in the 
world can be victorious is a hard-won belief.” On that occasion, Wiesel told 
his audience:   
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That is why I swore never to be silent whenever and wherever 
human beings endure suffering and humiliation . . . . . 
apartheid is, in my view, as abhorrent as anti-semitism.  To 
me, Andrei Sakharov is as much of a discrace as Joseph 
Begun’s imprisonment.  As is the denial of the “Solidarity” 
trade union and denial of Lech Walesa’s right to dissent and 
Nelson Mandela’s interminable imprisonment . . . . . as long as 
one dissident is in prison, our freedom will not be true.24 
[Nobel Acceptance Speech, December 10, 1986] 
The Nobel prize money went into a foundation that Wiesel created to help 
those in need, most of the funds going, over the years, to help Ethiopian 
Jewish children in Israel.  In connection with such charitable actions Wiesel 
purposely kept a low profile. Yet it should be said in his memory that this 
was just one of a very large number of good deeds done for many, in 
private.  He supported the yeshiva of his very close childhood friend, R. 
Menashe Klein, in Israel almost single-handedly, found extra funds for 
graduate students, aided organizations and publications he felt were 
important, and lent his name and influence to a myriad of good causes.  
The Madoff scandal (revealed in 2008) almost destroyed both his personal 
                                                        
24 Nobel Acceptance Speech, December 10, 1986.  Reprinted in From the Kingdom of Memories: 
Reminiscances (Summit Books: New York, 1990), pp. 232-236. 
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resources and those of the Wiesel Foundation.  And Madoff was the only 
man I ever heard Wiesel effectively curse.  Fortunately, following the 
scandal, a portion of this money was clawed back and returned to the 
Wiesel Foundation.  
After winning the Nobel Prize Wiesel became even more engaged as 
an activist on the world stage.  He tirelessly attempted to assist and 
mediate in circumstances of war and oppression wherever he felt it was 
necessary.  As he explained in his Nobel Prize speech: “We must always 
take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim.  Silence 
encourages the tormentor, never the tormented.  When human lives are 
endangered, when human dignity is in jeopardy, national borders and 
sensitivities become irrelevant.”  In truth, however, this was not a 
completely new role for him.  Already in 1966, he had actively taken up the 
cause of Biafra.25  Then in 1975, during a trip to South Africa, he spoke out 
against the apartheid regime. 
You feel ashamed when you look inside their dwellings, 
when you glance at their faces.  It is man within you, white 
man, who feels himself reduced to shame.  You lower your 
eyes so as not to see South Africa. 
                                                        
25 See his 1970 reprint, “Biafra the End,” in A Jew Today (Random House: New York, 1979), pp. 
29-30.  
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      You want to do something.  You know that something 
ought to be done – and quickly.  But you also know that you 
are powerless.  Too much misery has been built up here over 
too many years.  There has been too much suffering, too 
much injustice.  Might it still be possible to act, to make a 
fresh start?  That is difficult to believe.  One is imbued with a 
feeling of finality.  Too late, it is too late. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
     What strikes one about apartheid is its pettiness, as well as 
its cruelty.  Those restaurants for blacks and whites.  Those 
separate hospitals.  Those separate buses.  Those separate 
lavatories.  An injured white and an injured black must not 
be carried together in the same ambulance.  Either one or the 
other, but not together. 
     It is impossible not to protest; impossible at one and the 
same time to believe in Judaism and to pass over in silence an 
ideology based on considerations of color.  We are against 
racism by tradition and by definition.26 
                                                        
26 “Dateline: Johannesburg,” pp. 52 and 54, in A Jew Today (Random House: New York, 1979), 
pp. 52-55.  
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In 1976, Wiesel wrote a Preface to a book by Richard Arens that focused on 
the persecution of the Ache Indians of Paraguay.27  He also went to 
Thailand to protest the murderous action of Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge 
regime, a visit he movingly recounted in an essay “A Plea for the Boat 
People;”28  traveled to Nicaragua to speak on behalf of the Miskito Indians 
who were being badly mistreated by the leftist Sandinistas;29 and undertook 
a journey to Agentina in defense of Jacobo Timerman who had been 
accused of disloyalty and jailed by the right-wing civic-military 
dictatorship that took over control of the country in 1976.  (See Timerman’s 
well-known book, Prisoner Without a Name, Cell Without a Number, 
chronicling his imprisonment.)  Nor did Wiesel stop protesting the crimes 
of the Soviet Union against its Jewish citizens. 
   And, from a distance, he raised his voice over the murder that was 
taking place in Chile, South Africa, Rwanda, the former Yugoslavia and 
Darfur.  At the opening dedication of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial 
Museum Wiesel, just returned from a trip to war-torn Yugoslavia, told 
President Clinton: “Mr. President, I cannot not tell you something.  I cannot 
sleep [since my visit to Yugoslavia].  We must stop the bloodshed in that 
                                                        
27 Genocide in Paraguay, Philadelphia, 1976 
28 Irving Abrahamson (ed.) Against Silence, vol. 1, in his The Kingdom of Memory and in his 
memoir And the Sea is Never Full, pp. 89-90. 
29  See his recollection in And the Sea is Never Full, pp. 91-94. 
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country . . . . . . . . . . Something, something must be done.”30  A few months 
later President Clinton finally acted. 
He befriended the Dalai Lama and protested on his behalf against 
Chinese actions in Tibet. In private conversation, as in public statements, 
he expressed particular admiration for the Delai Lama who he considered a 
visionary figure. He publicly supported the Armenian account of their 
suffering in World War I.  His door was always open to those who 
protested against tyranny and oppression.  He told me that the day his 
very serious heart problems were discovered in 2012, and his doctors 
demanded that he come in immediately for what turned out to be a 
quintuple bypass operation, he asked his physicians for a brief 
postponement of his surgery to later in the day because he had a group of 
Iranian opposition figures coming to see him.  His activism caused 
occasional criticism and embroiled him in political controversy -- e.g., over 
the Iraq war which he supported publicly -- with parts of the Israeli left 
that wanted him to become involved in their activities, and later with 
President Obama over Iran, a subject on which he was exceptionally 
                                                        
30 Cited in a news story entitled “Black Hole in History: 50 Years after,” Holocaust Museum 
Dedication, April 23, 1993.   
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passionate and outspoken, but he believed that he was consistent in the 
positions he struck, including vis-à-vis Israel and the Palestinians.31  
Wiesel’s activism also included major involvement in almost every 
major Holocaust-related scholarly and political initiative in North America, 
Europe and Israel.  As regards the last, and especially to be noted, was his 
active participation in the affairs of Yad Vashem, Israel’s official Holocaust 
Remembrance Center and Archive.  He served as Vice Chair of the Yad 
Vashem Council for a number of years and was also instrumental in 
helping to create the American Friends of Yad Vashem.  He worked closely 
with the Yad Vashem leadership, beginning with Professor Yitzchak Arad, 
in order to ensure cooperation between the United States Holocaust 
Museum and the already established World Center in Jerusalem. 
 It was not for nothing that Wiesel received 140 honorary doctorates 
from universities all over the world and at least 200 major prizes of various 
sorts.  Or that he was asked by the Prime Minister of Sweden to be the 
Honorary Chair of the Stockholm Conference on Conscience and 
Humanity that led to the creation of the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance, now comprised of 31 countries with several more 
                                                        
31 See his anguished “Open Letter to a Young Palestinian (1970) and his comments in And the 
Sea is Never Full, p. 125.  Note also his comments in Elie Wiesel and Michaël De Saint Cheron, 
Evil and Exile (University of Notre Dame Press: Notre Dame, 1990), pp. 21-22. 
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about to join.  This is now the major organization in the world that 
supports Holocaust remembrance and education and that works against all 
forms of Holocaust denial and contemporary antisemitism. Or that he was 
invited to chair the International Commission on the Holocaust in Romania 
(2003).  And that he was twice offered the presidency of Israel and given an 
honorary knighthood by Queen Elizabeth in London. 
 Here it needs to be emphasized that Wiesel was a man with not only 
a very strong sense of moral obligation, but also a man with an iron will.  It 
is not widely known, but now should be, that he was for many years, as 
already mentioned, a friend of French President Francois Mitterrand.  Yet, 
when it became known that Mitterrand’s behavior during WWII included 
some very dubious actions, Wiesel asked him to publicly apologize.  
Mitterrand declined this request as “unbecoming” for the President of 
France.  At which point Wiesel ended all relations with him.  Mitterrand 
repeatedly attempted to renew the friendship – I was in his office one 
morning when Mitterand called and Elie refused to take it – but Wiesel was 
adamant on the need for an apology and the two never re-established their 
friendship.  Again, when Prime Minister Netanyahu failed to keep a 
commitment he had made to Wiesel, their relations became distant.  
Earlier, he had become critical of President Carter and ended his 
association with him and his advisors.  Then too, one cannot but wonder at 
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the courage that it took to rebuke President Reagan publicly, and to speak 
truth to power in the case of President Clinton.   
Elie’s strong will was also manifest on a number of occasions related 
to Israel.  I believe that the security and well-being of Israel were his most 
profound commitments, for example, when in 1991 Iraq fired rockets into 
Israel, Wiesel, who had just returned from a visit to the country, turned 
around and went back to be with the people of Israel during this 
dangerous time.  Yet, he rejected an invitation to become the President of 
Israel.  When I strongly encouraged him to accept this offer as a remarkable 
culmination of his personal journey, he said that he felt “he could do more 
good representing Israel in his private capacity,” and was unmovable from 
this decision.  Again: despite his support of President Obama, he 
courageously wrote an open letter to the President in 2010 asking him not 
to pressure Israel over the issue of the settlements and Jerusalem. “For me, 
the Jew that I am,” wrote Wiesel, “Jerusalem is above politics.” And then, 
regardless of his reservations about Prime Minister Netanyahu, he strongly 
and openly supported Netanyahu’s address before the U.S. Congress, 
making the trip to Washington and sitting in the Congress’ gallery during 
the speech.  Lastly, it should also be recognized that he repeatedly and 
courageously criticized Iran even though he believed that he was a possible 
target of Iranian assassins. 
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Though Wiesel is inseparably and forever linked to issues arising from the 
interpretation of the Holocaust, it is also important to appreciate his wide 
and very serious Jewish learning.  His studies of the classical Hebrew 
canon, even though almost always presented through stories and retellings 
of biblical, Talmudic, and Hasidic tales, show a profound, if highly 
personal, lifelong relationship with this material.  His rendering of biblical 
stories is a composite of a close reading of the text filtered through 
midrashic commentary, Talmudic Aggadot, medieval exegetes like Rashi, 
Rambam and Ibn Ezra, Kabbalistic renderings and Hasidic revisions, all of 
which were re-imagined as a consequence of his post-Holocaust 
sensibilities.  The end product of this complex hermeneutical process 
resulted in an often fascinating retelling of a biblical story, now with 
certain features of its composition highlighted for pedagogical and moral 
emphasis.  Thus Adam is conceived, in Wiesel’s own self-image, “after the 
fall as a broken man . . . . . One part of him yearned for God, the other for 
an escape from God.”32   The tale of Cain and Abel is interpreted as the first 
human conflict that eventuates in genocide.33  The Akedah, the binding of 
Isaac, is deciphered as the paradigm of the Shoah: “the crusades, the 
                                                        
32 Messengers of God, pp. 5-7. 
33 Messengers of God, pp. 37-40. 
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persecutors, the slaughterers, the catastrophes, the massacres by word and 
the liquidations by fire – each time it was Abraham leading his son to the 
altar, to the holocaust all over again.”34 As he explains: 
That is why the theme and term of the Akeda have been 
used, throughout the centuries, to describe the 
destruction and disappearance of countless Jewish 
communities everywhere . . . . . . . Of all the Biblical tales, 
the one about Isaac is perhaps the most timeless and 
relevant to our generation.  We have known Jews who,m 
like Abraham, witnessed the death of their children; 
who, like Isaac, lived the Akeda in their flesh; and some 
who went mad when they saw their father disappear on 
the altar, with the altar, in a blazing fire whose flames 
reached into the highest of heavens.35      
Isaac and Jacob are revisited and imaged by Wiesel as existentialist heroes.  
Moses appears in many forms in Wiesel’s tales and stories and is described 
not only as the incomparable Jewish hero who fights with both Israel and 
God but also as a “madman,” “the first link in this dynasty of madmen . . . 
                                                        
34 Messengers of God, pp. 95-97. 
35 Messengers of God, p. 95. 
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[the] king of clowns, the prophetic fool free to do anything.”36  Then, too, 
there is the towering figure of Jeremiah who, like Wiesel, wrote after 
catastrophe. “Jeremiah appeals to us as a writer, a modern chronicler, 
above all, his obsessions are ours . . . . . he transmitted only what he 
received – and so do we . . . .  We are proud of him.  The world was not 
worthy of his tears.  Or ours.”  And always there is Job who makes 
repeated appearances throughout Wiesel’s writings.  “I prefer,” Wiesel has 
written, “to take my place on the side of Job who chose questions not 
answers, silence not speeches.”37 
 The same interpretive schema, built out of a continuation of personal 
experience and extensive learning, is at work in Wiesel’s retelling of 
rabbinic stories.  Fascinated by their complexity, ambiguity, contradiction, 
and the fact that they allowed for multiple meanings, the Talmudic tales 
awed and occupied his imagination from childhood.  Focusing not on the 
legal (halachic discussions) that form the core of the Talmud, but instead 
on the lives and teachings of individual sages, he goes in search not of 
                                                        
36 Legends of Our Time, pp. 81 and 82. 
37 On Jeremiah see Five Biblical Portraits, pp. 97-128; the material quoted is from p. 123 and p. 
127.  Wiesel also spoke of Job in his Nobel Lecture, reprinted in From the Kingdom of Memory,  
p. 248.  Here he refers to Job as, “our ancestor. . . . . our contemporary.”  On Job, as here 
quoted, see Legends of Our Time, p. 221; Messenger of God, p. 232; and see also The Town 
Beyond the Wall, p. 52. 
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ritual exactitude or correct jurisprudential understanding but, rather, of 
more personal, more human meaning: 
Each master is singular, enriching, in his own manner, 
the Talmudic universe.  Sometimes without knowing 
one another, except through their learning, they 
challenged and defied one another, contradicted one 
another, only to find themselves reconciled, appeased 
in the end… To follow these masters is to love them. It 
is to provoke in us a taste and a passion for study.38 
Take as an example of his method – and his normative concerns – the 
following tale of Rabbi Akiva’s martyrdom about which he writes:  
I am mystified by Rabbi Akiva’s passivity during his 
[final] agony. He seems to have welcomed suffering and 
death. Rather than rebel and turn his pain into an 
existential insurrection, his punishment into an act of 
supreme protest, he decided to submit and pray. Rather 
than formulate the question of all questions - that of the 
role of divine justice in human anguish—he answered it. 
And for some time I did not like his answer.  
                                                        
38 Wise Men and their Tales: Portraits of Biblical, Talmudic, and Hasidic Masters (Shocken: New 
York, 2003), p. 290. 
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       As much as I admired and revered Rabbi Akiva, a 
hero of many dreamers, I could not help but set him as a 
martyr who was attracted by martyrdom..... 
      The fact that countless generations of victims and 
martyrs have claimed kinship with Rabbi Akiva has made 
the problem even more acute, more challenging. Who 
knows? Had he spoken up, had he revealed his anger, 
had he protested what was happening to him, his fate—
and ours—might have taken a different course...... 
      I remember the nocturnal processions of Jewish families 
walking toward death— it seems that they, too, like Rabbi 
Akiva, were offering themselves to the altar.  It seems that 
they, too, had given up on life—as he had, many of them 
with Shema Israel on their lips.  
      Why didn't Rabbi Akiva opt for defiance? Why didn't 
he proclaim his love of life up to the very moment it was 
taken away from him? Why didn't he weep instead of 
rejoice?  Didn't he consider that to die willingly for one's 
faith could—eventually—be interpreted as an element of 
weakness in that faith? What kind of law is the law that 
Elie Wiesel Essay_V4 




brings suffering and cruelty upon those who serve it with 
all their might and with all their soul.39 
Combined together in this text, both as a commentary and meditation, are 
some of the most elemental questions that consumed Wiesel through his 
post-Holocaust life and that are relevant to all those who, like him, try to 
think about the perplexing nature, the vexing implications and the 
uncertain meaning, of the Holocaust: Did the Jews go like sheep to the 
slaughter?  Was this the result of Jewish tradition?  Should not the Jews 
have resisted their murderers?  Or did they offer forms of resistance?  And 
how can God and His Torah mandate this path?  As Irving Greenberg has 
noted: God should not obligate Jews to take on a “suicide mission.”   
 Of the martyr Rabbi Ishmael, Wiesel writes: 
What he told us – what he taught us – is as follows: Yes, I 
could destroy the world, and the world, ruled by cynicism 
and hatred, deserves to be destroyed; but to be a Jew is to 
have all the reasons in the world to destroy, and not to 
destroy.  To be a Jew is to have all the reasons in the 
world to hate the executioners and not to hate them.  To 
                                                        
39 Elie Wiesel, Sages and Dreamers (Summit Books: New York, 1991), p. 226.  This tale was 
highlighted by Rabbi Joseph Polak in his paper, “Wiesel and Rabbi Akiva,” in Steven T. Katz and 
Alan Rosen (eds.), Elie Wiesel: Jewish Literary and Moral Perspectives (Indiana University Press: 
Bloomington, 2013), p. 31-32. 
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be a Jew is to have all the reasons in the world to mistrust 
prayer and faith and humanity and power and beauty 
and truth and language – and yet not to do so.  To be a 
Jew is to continue using words when they heal, and 
silence when it redeems mankind.40 
This was a lesson Wiesel repeatedly emphasized, not to seek vengeance, 
not to hate, not to destroy.  “There are all the reasons in the world not to 
trust man, not to trust history, not to trust civilization, not even to believe 
in God,” he wrote, “And yet we must be capable of refuting all these 
reasons and go on believing in man, in mankind, in language, in poetry 
and in friendship – in friendship above all.”41 
 Again Wiesel, employing the Talmudic tale to work out his own post-
Holocaust doubts and struggles, says of Rabbi Tarfon:  
I love Rabbi Tarfon. I love him, although I do not always 
understand him.  I fail to understand why the defeat of 
Judah, the tragedy of the destruction of Jerusalem and its 
temple play almost no role in his teaching.  Was he trying to 
tell us that silence too can be a response to extreme 
                                                        
40 Sages and Dreamers, p., 223. 
41 I. Abrahamson (ed.), Against Silence, vol. 3, p. 295. 
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suffering.  And that some secrets, protected by silence, must 
remain inviolate.”42 
What Wiesel is really asking through this questioning exegesis is: how 
should we speak of Auschwitz?  Should we speak of Auschwitz at all?43  Is 
it true that, “by saying things, one betrays them; by telling the story, one 
distorts it.  Thus it would perhaps be better to remain silent.”44 
Alternatively, why not speak of Auschwitz?  Wiesel well understands the 
paradox of his insistence on ineffability combined with his overwhelming 
sense that he must tell the tale.  Unable not to remain silent he describes 
himself as a messenger: “I have received the words and in combining them 
I am simply fulfilling the function of a messenger, which to me is as 
important as that of the storyteller.  In fact, the storyteller is only important 
as a messenger.  I am communicating what I have received.  I’m passing it 
on.”45 
                                                        
42 I. Abrahamson (ed.), Against Silence, vol. 3, p. 223 then Wise Men and Their Tales, p. 223. 
43 At the first meeting of the President’s Commission on the Holocaust, held on February 15, 
1979, Wiesel told the assembled audience: “In its scope and incommensurable magnitude, its 
sheer weight of numbers, by its mystery and silence, the Holocaust defies anything the human 
being can conceive of or aspire to.”  (USHMM Institutional Archives, Records of the Chairman—
Elie Wiesel, 1978-1980, Box 17, Accession No. 1997-0/3).  He also said: “We stress the 
uniqueness of the events.” 
44 Elie Wiesel, “Why I Write,” in Irving Greenberg and Alvin Rosenfield (eds.), Confronting the 
Holocaust: The Impact of Elie Wiesel (Indiana University Press: Bloomington, 1978, p. 201). 
45 Wiesel’s comment, reprinted in Henry Kaufmann and Gene Koppel, Elie Wiesel: A Small 
Measure of Victory: An Interview (University of Arizona Press: Tucson, 1974), p. 14. 
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 Then there are Wiesel’s several, very well known, books of Hasidic 
tales.  Intimately familiar with Hasidism since childhood, the grandson of a 
devout Hasid, Wiesel loved these stories.  He first heard them as a young 
boy from his grandfather who was “a devout follower of the Rabbi of 
Wizhnitz.”  Wiesel recalled that: 
he was the embodiment of Hasidic creative force and 
fervor.... A cultured and erudite man, an avid reader of 
the Bible and of the Rashi and Ramban commentaries, 
and especially of the work of Rabbi Hayyim ben Attar, 
my grandfather was fascinated with the Midrash, with 
the works of the Musar—a movement founded in 
Lithuania to foster the teaching of Jewish values and 
ethics—and with Hasidic literature. He maintained a 
perfect balance between his quest for the sacred and the 
exigencies of daily life. He was a whole being.… He told 
stories too.  Stories of miracle-makers, of unhappy 
princes and just men in disguise. It is to him I owe 
everything I have written on Hasidic literature. The 
enchanting tales of Rebbe Nahman of Bratslav, the 
parables of the Rebbe of Kotzk, the sayings of the Rebbe 
of Rizhin, and the witticisms of the Rebbe of Ropshitz: 
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he knew them all and he taught me to savor them..... I 
felt exhilarated, inspired, and enriched from moment to 
moment, from tale to tale.  "I will never forget these 
stories,” I told him, and he answered, “That's why I'm 
telling them to you. So they won't be forgotten.”46 
To retell these tales is to keep faith with his grandfather and the Jewish 
People.  As Wiesel writes of the Hasidim of Zanz and Sadegora, who both 
danced with their rebbes together one Shavuot in Zanz, despite the 
theological differences.  “After all, once upon a time they all stood at Sinai, 
together, to receive the same law.  They?  They alone?  No. All of us.”47  But 
as revised by Wiesel, the tales are no longer stories of wonder workers and 
the miracles they performed.  Now their meanings are more ambiguous, 
even obscure and have been altered.  Quoting the tale of R. Yisrael of 
Rizhin, Wiesel reminds his readers, as did the rebbe, “O Lord, King of the 
Universe, have mercy!  The secret of the Baal Shen Tov’s ritual of fire and 
his prayers for salvation are long forgotten.  Here I stand before you, 
unable even to find the place in the forest.  All I can do is tell the story.  
And this must be sufficient.”48    
                                                        
46 All Rivers Run to the Sea, p. 42.  
47 The tale of Zanz is cited from Wise Men and Their Tales (Schocken Books: New York, 2003), p. 
315. 
48 Wiesel appended this tale of R. Israel of Rizhin at the end of The Gates of the Forest. 
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Wiesel understood that for the true Hasid these tales, told by their 
master, were magical and were told in anticipation of redemption. And 
there is no doubt that something of this spirit remained with Wiesel who 
personally identified with Hasidism.  A connection he made explicit: 
“When asked about my Jewish affiliation, I identify myself as a Hasid. 
Hasid I was, Hasid I remain.”  It is, therefore, no surprise that Wiesel retells 
these stories with great affection, though now touched by, transmuted by, 
the experience of the Shoah. He emphasizes neither their ritualistic nor their 
technical kabbalistic elements but, rather, the this-worldly struggles of their 
heroes, the zaddikim.  For Wiesel they represent the singularity, the 
isolation, of the man of faith — a theme also prevalent in his biblical 
interpretations of Adam, Cain, Hagar, Abraham, Jacob, Joseph, Moses and 
the Prophets for whom life is simultaneously a search and a struggle.  He 
explains in Souls on Fire that, “We are never alone. Yet, we have never been 
so alone.  Nor so silent.  Only our cry has not been heard.”49  Even God is 
lonely: “Only God is truly and irreducibly alone.” Wiesel’s homo religious is, 
like Rav Soloveitchik’s, a “lonely man of faith.”  
Wiesel’s zaddikim are, of course, pious and observant, and fully 
located in the mystical and folkloric context of eastern European Jewry 
before the Holocaust that was saturated with holy men (and women) 
                                                        
49 Souls on Fire, p. 201. 
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capable of performing magical deeds.  But nonetheless, they are, in his 
retellings, subtly refashioned as modern existentialist heroes who create 
meaning, who give life purpose, in a world of “brokenness.”  So, for 
example, after citing a tale connected with Rebbe Pinchas of Koretz, he tells 
us: “A good story in Hasidism is not about miracles, but about friendship 
and hope — the greatest miracles of all.”  Hasidism is no longer about the 
theurgical power of the mitzvah or the liberation of “sparks” (nitzozot) of 
holiness from their physical imprisonment but, instead, is about the 
everyday, the concrete struggles that life throws up in front of men and 
women.  About the here and now.  After retelling the history of the conflict 
between the Kotzker Rebbe and his student, Reb Mordechai Yosef of 
Izbitze, Wiesel chose to end his history lesson with the true story of the 
Izbitza’s fifth generation descendent, Rabbi Shmuel-Shlomo of Radzin: 
. . . . .in a ghetto near Sobibor, [R. Shmuel-Shlomo] rose 
against the Germans and the Judenrat with powerful 
appeals to armed resistance and combat. . . . . . “Give me 
fifty men,” he told his disciples.  “I will be their leader.  
We shall fight.  We shall set the ghetto on fie and stop the 
killers and the murderers: silence is dangerous, silence 
means consent, consent means complicity. . . . . ”  His 
pleas went unheeded.  When he was finally apprehended 
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by a German officer in 1942, he spat in the German’s face.  
He was executed.  And buried in the Jewish cemetery.50  
Lastly, relative to Wiesel’s vision of the meaning of Judaism past, 
present, and future, the remaking of the theme of messianic hope, a 
repeated subject in his writings and public lectures, requires comment for it 
was central to Wiesel’s analysis, to his vision, of the human  - and 
specifically the Jewish – drama.  Recalling  R. Pinchas of Koretz, Wiesel 
explains: “To be Jewish is to link one’s fate to the Messiah — to that of 
those who are waiting for the Messiah.” However, this is no simple matter 
for Wiesel’s invocation of the messianic, while it does not deny the literal, 
traditional messianic hope, nor the redemptive remaking of history that is 
central to Maimonides’ vision, it also includes another, more personal level 
of meaning.  Accordingly, he retells a tale of R. Pinchas as follows: 
Basing myself on the Talmudic saying that if all men 
repented, the Messiah would come, I decided to do 
something about it.  I was convinced I would be 
successful. But where was I to start? The world is so 
vast. I shall start with the country I know best, my own. 
But my country is so very large. I had better start with 
                                                        
50 The tale of R. Shmuel-Shlomo of Radzin is told in Sages and Dreamers, p. 421. 
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my town.  But my town, too, is large. I had best start 
with my street. No: my home. No: my family. Never 
mind, I shall start with myself.51 
So the messianic drama is immediate and personally demanding.  It begins 
with the self, not the cosmic order.  But even with pure intentions, the most 
sincere subjective commitments, one may not be able to move the world 
towards redemption for the messianic hope must now be refracted through 
Auschwitz.  And when we view the matter from this perspective we 
understand that: “If the Messiah does not hurry he may be too late, there 
will be no one left to save.”  And even if he hurries, the Messiah’s journey 




 Before concluding, I would like to say another brief word about Elie 
Wiesel’s large literary corpus that I have been unable to do justice to in this 
essay.  I believe that all of these works were, in one way or another, at least 
in part, Elie’s effort to speak for those gassed in the Death Camps and those 
                                                        
51 The tale of R. Pinchas of Koretz appears in Souls on Fire, pp. 134-135. 
52  Gates of the Forest, p. 32.  Again in the concluding passages of The Fifth Son (London, 1986), 
we read: “The Messiah may well come too late . . . . . . Never mind, I shall wait nonetheless.” (p. 
219). 
Elie Wiesel Essay_V4 




shot by the Einsatzguppen.  As he confesses, “The dead never leave me.”  
His work thus represents his attempt to give memory a central place in the 
experience of future generations; they were his way of struggling with the 
dead while existing among the living.  “I owe the dead my memory.  I am 
duty bound to serve as their emissary,” Wiesel notes in From the Kingdom of 
Memory.  “Why do I write?  To wrest those victims [of the Holocaust] from 
oblivion.  To help the dead vanquish death.”53  There is, of course, 
something profoundly paradoxical about such writing when one sets it 
over-against Wiesel’s insistence that words do not satisfactorily describe 
Auschwitz.  Elie was well aware of this.  Reflecting on this contradiction he 
observes: “Perhaps what we tell about what happened and what really 
happened has nothing to do, one with the other.”  Instead, “the moment it 
is told it turns into betrayal.” 
IV 
If I may be allowed a few remarks of a more personal nature.  It was not 
easy to be Elie Wiesel. He was never free from his past, and in the lived 
present he was often overwhelmed by the evil that continues to be so 
appallingly evident in our world.  One of my most intense memories is the 
                                                        
53 “Why I Write,” in From the Kingdom of Memory, pp. 16 and 21.  Wiesel reused this essay 
which originally appeared in Confronting the Holocaust (as noted in notes 9 and 44).  In this 
second appearance of the piece he changed the word “wrench” in the translation of the original 
essay’s last sentence (p. 206) to “wrest” (p. 21).  
Elie Wiesel Essay_V4 




50th Commemoration of the liberation of Auschwitz.  Elie and I were both 
part of the official visitors delegation.  After the ceremonies we walked 
through the camp with the elderly Chief Rabbi of Poland who was also a 
camp survivor.  He told us how he would get up early each morning to run 
to a nearby hut to trade a portion of his bread ration for a chance to put on 
a pair of tefillin that had been smuggled into the bunk.  Elie and I were both 
profoundly moved by the story and Elie, in particular, became very quiet 
and sad. And so we walked for quite a while in silence.  On other 
occasions, when we learned of new and horrific tragedies all over the globe 
and tried to digest their implications, he would say in private conversation, 
“We have learned nothing.”  But he took great consolation from his family, 
the State of Israel, and his teaching.  He was a consummate teacher who 
was sincerely concerned with his students, and they adored him.  Awed 
initially, they came to see in him a mentor who was interested in them 
beyond the exams and seminar questions.  In a quiet way he did many 
kindnesses for his students, especially his graduate students.  He also 
always welcomed and helped young scholars who were seeking his advice 
wherever they came from. 
Inside and outside the university world he was sought after day and 
night by all sorts of (non-student) individuals and groups, as a result of 
which he was very cautious about strangers.  He once told me that he 
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received at least ten invitations and requests every day.  These included, 
after his exceptional encounter with President Reagan, regular meetings 
with American presidents.  He would frequently sit with Hilary Clinton at 
her husband’s “State of the Union” address, and was invited to the White 
House by George W. Bush, and then by President Obama.  The latter asked 
him to lunch one day when he was having difficulties with the American 
Jewish community over issues related to Israel.  The next day I asked him 
what it was like to have lunch at the White House.  He replied: “You 
cannot eat while the President is talking, and you can’t eat while you are 
responding, so it’s not much of a lunch.” 
 He also had his limitations.  On one occasion, at a fundraising dinner 
for the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, he saw that he was to 
be seated between billionaire Sheldon Adelson, the Las Vegas casino 
owner, and Robert Kraft, the owner of the highly successful New England 
Patriots football team [of the U.S. National Football League].  He rushed 
over to me and said: “I know nothing of casinos or football.  You must 
come and sit at our table so it is not a night of silence.” 
   There were those who were critical of him, and many who did not 
understand the good reason for his reserve and reticence. And there were 
those who were jealous.  In Israel, in particular, there was consistent 
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criticism, driven first and foremost by his decision to live in America, while 
among survivors there were those who resented his success.  But if he 
knew you, if he trusted you, if he respected you, he was a remarkable, 
generous and caring friend.  His willingness to help was unlimited.  No 
matter where he was in the world he would return a phone call, answer a 
question, write a letter, help raise funds — though, in fact, he hated 
fundraising.   
He was curious about all things Jewish, a great listener when one had 
information or a tale to tell.  Whenever I returned from the regular 
meetings of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance that, as 
noted above, he had played a role in creating, he was always eager to hear 
my reports of what took place, where difficulties had arisen, and the way 
forward that had been decided.  He always offered advice and help if 
needed.  He had strong opinions on who the “good guys” and who the 
“bad guys” were, and was always willing, if he felt it necessary, to make 
the good fight.  He knew everyone.  He was close to Kofi Anan, the General 
Secretary of the United Nations, and I remember an interesting dinner we 
had together one night in New York City.  The connection to Kofi he used 
wisely, but very carefully, to advance Jewish and Israeli interests at the 
U.N.  He was close to Vaclav Havel (President of Czechoslovakia) and was 
thoughtful enough to send Havel a note introducing me to him when I was 
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due to be in Prague for a meeting dealing with Holocaust reparations.  
Then, too, the leaders of the political world called regularly.  I remember 
being in the midst of conversations in his office at Boston University when, 
on a number of occasions, his secretary would interrupt to tell him that 
there was a call from Angela Merkel, or Benjamin Netanyahu, or Vaclav 
Havel, or the Swedish Prime Minister. 
  His archive at Boston University contains nearly one million items, 
including tens of thousands of personal letters.  This represents, I am told, 
a larger archive than David Ben-Gurion left in Sde Boker.  He was an 
expert on fine chocolate and wonderful company wherever we were 
together around the world.  He always strongly conveyed the sense that 
you mattered to him and he valued your friendship.  He will be greatly 
missed—by myself and many, many others. 
 
 
